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Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC): 
A new discipline with an old learning approach: A Syllabi Analysis 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Marketing communications as a discipline has changed significantly in both theory and 
practice over the past decade. But has our teaching of IMC kept pace with the discipline 
changes? The purpose of this paper is to explore how far the evolving concepts of IMC are 
reaching university learners.  By doing this, the paper offers an approach to assessing how 
well marketing curricula are fulfilling their purpose. 
 
The course outlines (syllabi) for all IMC courses in 30 universities in Australia and five 
universities in New Zealand were analyzed.  The findings suggest that most of what is taught 
in the units is not IMC. It is not directed by the key constructs of IMC, nor by the research 
informing the discipline. Rather, it appears to have evolved little from traditional promotion 
management units and is close in content and structure to many introductory advertising 
courses. This paper suggests several possible explanations for this, including: (1) a tacit 
rejection of IMC as a valid concept; (2) a lack of information about what IMC is and what it 
is not; and (3) a scarcity of teaching and learning materials that are clearly focused on key 
constructs and research issues of IMC.    
 
 
Introduction and Purpose 
 
Many marketing courses are mature in the sense that their core content is well established and 
consistently reflected in textbooks and syllabi.  Courses such as Marketing Principles, 
Consumer Behaviour, and Market Research fall into this category.  However, the dynamic 
nature of the discipline gives rise to new areas of study and in recent years new marketing 
courses have emerged, including e-Marketing, Customer Relationship Management, Database 
Marketing, and a range of courses in application areas, such as Services Marketing, Tourism 
Marketing, and Sport Marketing.   
 
Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) is one marketing area that has undergone 
significant evolution.  The origins of IMC reside in the notions of the marketing mix (Borden, 
1942; McCarthy, 1960); however, its evolution from Promotion Management to IMC started 
just over a decade ago (Schultz et al., 1993).  Since the publication of the Schultz et al book, 
there have been dozens of articles about the nature of IMC, its definition and constructs, and 
its applications (Schultz and Schultz, 2003; Kitchen and Schultz 1999, Eagle, Kitchen and 
Hyde 1999, Low 2000).  Today, most university-level marketing programs offer a course in 
IMC or its predecessor, Promotion Management.  The purpose of this paper is to explore how 
far the evolving concepts of IMC are reaching university learners.  By doing this, the paper 
offers an approach to assessing how well marketing curricula (as reflected by the syllabus) are 
fulfilling their purpose. 
 
The unit outline, or syllabus, has been an important part of university-level units since the 19th 
century, and while the purposes of a syllabus are varied, the syllabus serves three main 
functions:  (1) as a contract, articulating grading and other administrative policies; (2) as a 
permanent record, specifying the credit hours earned, date of offer, pre- or co-requisites, 
course objectives, and course content; and (3) as a learning tool, suggesting how to increase 
performance, planning and self-management skills, campus resources, etc. (Parkes and Harris, 
2002)  Researchers in many disciplines have looked to the permanent record function, and 
particularly the specification of course content, to identify what is being taught and how 
content is organized (Hutchings, 1996; Baecker, 1998; Doron and Marco, 1999, Smith and 
Razzouk, 1993; Bain et al., 2002).  This paper builds on the sparse knowledge of syllabus 
content and fulfills its objective by analyzing the content of syllabi of IMC courses. 
 
 
Methodology 
  
The unit of analysis in this study is the course syllabus, for all courses in the area of IMC.  
The population for study is the 45 universities in Australia and the eight universities in New 
Zealand.  The list of universities was taken from Department of Education, Science and 
Training website in Australia and the Ministry of Education website in New Zealand.  Each 
university websites was visited to collect the syllabi for all courses labeled IMC or any of 
IMC’s associated titles.   IMC courses were defined as units, subjects or courses under the 
title of Integrated Marketing Communication, Marketing Communication/Marketing 
Communications, Promotion Management, Promotion Strategies and Promotion. Only seven 
of the 45 Australian universities and three of the eight New Zealand universities, do not offer 
courses under any of these titles.   
 
Some universities do not post syllabi on their websites, or the syllabi section of the website 
might be restricted to the university’s students and lecturers.  To maximize the number of 
syllabi analyzed, the course coordinators or lecturers of all IMC and associated titled courses 
were contacted by email and asked to submit a copy of their syllabi.  In total, 37 IMC and 
associated courses syllabi are included in this study.  Thirty-two of these syllabi are from 
Australian universities and five New Zealand universities.   
 
 
Findings 
 
The 37 syllabi were analysed according to their discipline home, title and level; their mode of 
teaching; their content and their relation to IMC theory.  These dimensions are consistent with 
the three-function syllabi concept of Parkes and Harris (2002). 
 
Discipline Home, Title and Level 
 
IMC is clearly positioned as a business subject. Of the 37 units, 21 are located in a Business 
Faculty or School. A further eight are located in a Department or School of Marketing, five in 
a Faculty of Commerce and three in Management. None are located in the Faculty of Arts. 
The unit is most commonly known as Marketing Communications, with 17 units bearing that 
name. A further 14 units are called Promotional Management or Promotional Strategy. One 
unit (offered in New Zealand) is called Integrated Communications. Only five units are called 
Integrated Marketing Communication.   Undergraduate courses account for 33 of the 37 
courses examined in this study.  
 
Teaching Mode, Assessment, and Staff Qualifications 
 
The unit is almost exclusively taught through face-to-face lectures and tutorials. Only one 
university offered a combination of face-to-face and online tutorials. Only one university 
offered external delivery. The typical assessment in an IMC unit includes tutorial or workshop 
exercises, a major project and a final examination. Less frequently included are presentations 
and mid-semester examinations. 
 
Thirty-eight percent of the lecturers in IMC units are PhD qualified.  Eleven percent hold a 
masters degree qualification; 11% hold an undergraduate degree; and 40% did not state their 
academic qualifications on the syllabi.   
 
Content of IMC Courses:  Texts, Content, Constructs and Research Streams 
 
The content analysis used in this study shows two general course outline structures built 
around the alternative models reflected by the Belch and Belch textbook (2004) and the 
Shimp textbook (2003).  Nearly 30% of the IMC courses use a variety of other IMC 
textbooks.  One immediate observation is that neither the Belch and Belch book nor the 
Shimp book are authentic IMC books.  By title, content, and history, they are essentially 
advertising or promotion management books that have added an IMC perspective.  It should 
also be noted that these two books are also often used in advertising courses. Therefore, the 
use of these books in IMC courses is quite likely to provide a syllabus framework that is 
compatible with advertising course. Table 1 presents a more comprehensive analysis of the 
content of the 37 IMC units examined.   
 
There are eight widely-recognised IMC constructs: brand equity, strategic integration, 
message integration, multiple audiences, managing contact points, database communication, 
relationship building, and synergy.    Only two syllabi contain all of these constructs as major 
content and five syllabi contain the constructs as minor content. 
 
The four major research streams in IMC (perceptions of IMC; organization of IMC and 
supporting agencies; implementation of IMC; and how IMC works) are covered in either a 
major or minor way in only two course syllabi.  
 
 
Table 1: A Comparison of the Content of IMC Courses 
 
CONTENT MAJOR CONTENT MINOR CONTENT 
 AUS NZ AUS NZ 
Role of IMC 30 3 2 1 
IMC in Marketing Process 5 1 4  
Perceptions of IMC 1    
Consumer Behaviour 11 2 10 1 
Organization of IMC 3 1 7  
Situation Analysis 4 1 2  
Segmentation, Targeting, Positioning 4  6 2 
Product Life Cycle 3 1   
Communication Theory/ Process 15 4 4  
Brand 2 1 2 1 
Database communication 2    
How IMC works 1    
Plan/Developing IMC 6    
Implementation 1  1  
Objectives 2 1 16 3 
Budget 1  17 3 
Creative Strategy 27 4   
Media Strategy 29 5 1  
Measurement 21 4 9  
Ad Research/Testing 3 1   
Ethics/Social Responsible 2 2 12 1 
Legal Issues  2 3 1 
International Issues 4 2 5 1 
Advertising/Corp Adv 10  5 1 
PR 8 2 21 1 
Direct Marketing 10 1 15 2 
Sales Promotion 17 4 12 1 
Personal Selling 5  11  
Internet/Interactive  6 1 9 2 
Sponsorship 2  2 2 
Conferences/Convention 1    
Word of Mouth 1    
Future Challenges 1  1  
N.B. Major content refers to a whole week’s lecture devoted to the topic, while minor content 
may be part of two or more topics in a week’s lecture. 
 
 
Comments on Content 
 
Most of what is taught in the courses is not IMC theory or research. It is consumer behaviour, 
communication theory, basic marketing theory, advertising theory, media planning and a 
significant amount of content devoted to other marketing communication disciplines. Many 
IMC courses are taught as if the subject matter is advertising—that is, the content includes the 
theory of advertising, and especially creative strategy and media planning. The inference is 
that the course is primarily about advertising.  Sales Promotion is a strong component of 
many IMC courses. Again, this may be an historical link to Promotion Management courses.  
Direct Marketing is often split into Internet Marketing and Personal Selling. Public Relations 
is the least covered IMC component. Evaluation is an important component of most IMC 
units. 
 
Comments on Key Constructs and Theory and Research 
 
This analysis indicates that the structure of IMC courses is not directed by the key constructs 
of IMC, nor by the research informing the discipline. The eight major constructs of IMC are 
covered at either a major or minor level in only six universities.  One of the constructs, 
synergy, is not covered in any of the IMC courses.   The four major research streams in IMC 
are receiving even less coverage in the IMC courses.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
Several key discussion points emerge from the data.  First, while marketing communication 
has evolved dramatically, why haven’t our courses?  There appears to be little evidence of the 
evolution in the traditional Promotion Management courses in Australia and New Zealand. 
Perhaps this is a deliberate choice of the faculty to teach marketing communications more 
generally, rather than IMC specifically. Some faculty might agree with the IMC writers who 
have questioned the validity of the IMC concept (Spotts et al., 1998). However, this study 
might also indicate a lack of understanding what IMC is.  
 
Second, is teaching IMC textbook-driven?  The data from this study indicate the strong 
influence of the textbook on course structure.  Only one of the texts (used in two IMC 
courses) is written by a key writer in the area of IMC (Tom Duncan). However, even Duncan 
has included the word “advertising” in the book’s title. 
 
Third, why aren’t we teaching the key constructs and research in IMC?  This could be 
explained by the fact that IMC courses are not part of research courses.  Another explanation 
could be the lack of research and construct content in the most widely-used textbooks.  
However, even a rudimentary understanding of IMC suggests that one needs to include IMC 
essentials such as database communication or organization or implementation issues.  
 
 
Conclusion and Future Directions 
 
One conclusion from this study is that we are not teaching IMC—at least, not as defined by 
the major writers in the area.  This paper has suggested several possible explanations for this, 
including: (1) a tacit rejection of IMC as a valid concept; (2) a lack of information about what 
IMC is and what it is not; and (3) a scarcity of teaching and learning materials that are clearly 
focused on the key constructs and research issues of IMC.   Given the prominence of IMC in 
the professions and in the academic arena, it appears that questions concerning the validity of 
IMC have been answered.  It is quite possible that there is a lack of understanding of what 
IMC is and is not.  This can be addressed in a number of ways, including faculty development 
seminars and workshops, conferences, papers, and special issues of leading journals dedicated 
to IMC.  Finally, marketing educators, particularly those who work most closely in IMC, need 
to encourage the publishers of textbooks to produce learning and teaching materials that 
facilitate the teaching of IMC.   
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